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Introduction 
 
The Centre for Subtropical Design (the Centre) is pleased to provide comment to the 
Department of Infrastructure regarding the recently released Smart State Council 
Report, Smart Cities: Rethinking the City Centre. 
 
As a report originally devised to deal with sustainable cities and regions, it is not so 
much about factors affecting urban growth, as it is a critique of recent approaches to 
responding to and managing growth locally and elsewhere in Australia, and 
internationally. 
 
The stated purpose of the report is to “explore ways for Brisbane to be seen and 
experienced as the capital of a smart state – a city which both attracts creative, 
innovative people and inspires its existing residents” and its aim is “to propose a series 
of initiatives, studies and scenarios that will enable the City Centre to function more 
smartly”. 
 
There are many connections and intersections between the aspiration for a well-
designed subtropical city and the achievement of the aspirations of each of the main 
themes put forward by the report.   
 
This commentary will briefly cover the report’s handling of subtropical design issues, 
and discuss what we consider to be the three new concepts it brings to the attention of 
the public. 
 
The three most valuable concepts which this Smart Cities report adds to the dialogue 
regarding visions of Brisbane’s future are: 
 
1. The call for a cohesive coordinated structure diagram to enable better 
envisioning of major urban initiatives and interventions affecting the CBD and 
the wider central city zone. 
 
2. The key need to deploy design thinking and urban design practice to ensure 
urban spatial structure responds to the flows of citizens’ everyday lives, rather 
than relying on limiting engineered solutions. 
 
3. The concept of ‘connected, knowledge city’ to transform the mental map of the 
city for residents and visitors. 
 
 
Local Precedents 
The report briefly analyses recent planning documents, notably the SEQ Regional Plan 
2005 – 2026, and the Brisbane City Centre Master Plan 2006, and presents range of 
ideas drawing on urban design theory well-tested elsewhere.  
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There are many overlaps with these precursor documents, and the report does not 
contradict the Centre’s specific recommendations regarding subtropical design issues 
to earlier drafts of these.   
 
Subtropical Design Issues 
The report mentions Brisbane’s subtropical character and identity many times, in 
connection with various strategies.  It talks about how identity is strengthened by: 
 Open space linkages 
 Outdoor lifestyle, and 
 Urban design promoting health and fitness 
 A sense of openness 
 Connectivity through mass transit; 
or threatened by: 
 Unlimited building heights potentially preventing sunlight penetration to streets.  
 
Generally these opinions accord with those of the Centre for Subtropical Design which  
has long advocated a concerted program of greening streets, buildings and transport 
infrastructure, and has written extensively on each of these issues in various 
documents, including: 
 Subtropical Values and Principles for the South East Queensland 
Region 
 Response to the Draft SEQ Regional Plan, Feb 2005 
“the subtropical values of openness and connection with nature are 
mechanisms to ensure the continuation of subtropical character 
and identity as our environments become more consolidated.  
These may be expressed by the overarching principles: 
Urban development at all scales should (wherever possible and 
appropriate) contribute to the construction of an open and 
permeable built environment, and promote an outdoor lifestyle. 
Urban development at all scales should include for the close 
integration of landscape and other natural elements, and should be 
developed in response to climate.” 
 
 Response to the BCC Draft City Centre Master Plan, September 2005 
 
“… a conundrum exists between the potential microclimates 
generated by very tall buildings, and the desire to create a public 
realm with design and dimensions which collect people and events 
in streets, encourage pedestrian traffic and outdoor stays.  If not 
carefully managed, the call for tall buildings is likely to result in the 
opposite effect. “ 
 
“Urban open space 
As the city grows, more and more people will need access to open 
space areas.  Many of the existing places already experience the 
pressure of density.  In the past, urban development in the city 
centre, and elsewhere in south east Queensland, has often 
regarded open space as a by-product of development, the ‘left-
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over’ areas of land which are then used for a variety of outdoor 
activities.   Sustainable development policies and increased urban 
density means that there will no longer be 'left-over' areas of land, 
nor indeed 'left-over' space in buildings to provide open space 
needs.  Open space will need to be consciously designed into 
the urban fabric as an integral component of both the public 
and private domains and located where it will provide the 
optimum framework to sustain the desire of the community to have 
a range of outdoor activity opportunities. “ 
 
 Iconic City Courier Mail, Feb 2006 
“Promoting subtropical urbanism would attract not only visitors, but 
residents and businesses that align themselves with these values 
and would encourage innovative and environmentally sustainable 
businesses and products.” 
 
“Brisbane of the near future would have shaded streets which 
make neighbourhood journeys attractive and walkable, reducing 
car dependence, producing better microclimates, improving health 
and well-being and building social cohesion.” 
 
Each of these papers may be accessed in full at 
www.subtropicaldesign.bee.qut.edu.au. 
 
Alternatively, we would be happy to discuss any aspects of subtropical design with the 
Department of Infrastructure.   
 
The main point for future strategies in Brisbane’s city centre will be the imperative to 
capitalise on extensive opportunities for vastly improved quality in the public domain, 
which take into account the subtropical condition. 
 
 
Comparison of objectives with local precedents 
The Smart Cities report offers a dense commentary and review of some contemporary 
urban issues faced by cities in developed countries.  It is not possible to cover all of 
these in a brief feedback paper, however, it is worth positioning the report’s objectives 
in the local context.  This is done without reference to the draft City Centre 
Neighbourhood Plan now out for public comment, as we have not yet had time to 
review it.   
 
The following table compares the desirable qualities and objectives of the Smart City 
with those already sought by the Brisbane City Council through its city-wide Vision 
2026, and its City Centre Master Plan 2006.  The Smart Cities report itself has two lists 
of objectives, first expanding into the second, and a set of strategies, some more major 
than the others.  The Brisbane City Centre Master Plan resolves its desired qualities 
into five major integrated strategies covering transport, public domain, built 
environment, social and economic. 
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Comparison of objectives 
Smart Cities  
(May 2007) 
 
Emphases 
Page 1 
Smart Cities:  
Smart City Centre  
 
Objectives 
Page 25 
Living in Brisbane 
2026 
Brisbane City 
Council’s Vision (late 
2006) 
Themes 
Brisbane City Centre 
Master Plan  
(Feb 2006) 
Qualities 
 
 
A communicative 
structure 
 
Integral structure   
A connected city 
 
Connectivity 
 
Accessible, 
connected city 
 
An Accessible city 
An Integrated City Compactness 
 
 A Compact city 
A ‘Knowledge’ and 
Creative City 
 
Knowledge and 
Creativity 
Vibrant, creative city A Creative city 
An Inclusive City Diversity 
 
Active, healthy city  
An Imageable City Affordability Smart, prosperous 
city 
 
A Prosperous city 
An Innovative City Heritage 
 
 A Heritage City 
A Marketable Model 
City 
Flexibility Regional, world city  
 Environmental 
Sustainability 
 
Clean, Green city 
 
A River city 
 Design Well-designed 
subtropical city 
 
A Subtropical city 
 Engagement 
 
  
  Friendly, safe city A Safe city 
 
There are many apparent synergies between the various lists of qualities, and the 
strategies by which each document seeks to achieve desired outcomes. Those 
objectives which characterise the ‘holistic physically smarter city’ are only set apart 
from current planning strategies by the objectives to define and communicate an 
agreed structure and form for the wider city centre.  (Though not stated specifically as 
an objective, engagement has been a prominent strategy in devising each of the other 
documents as well.) 
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Cohesive coordinated planning 
The Centre for Subtropical Design hosted Subtropical Cities 2006 international 
conference in Brisbane 27-29 September 2006 to exchange knowledge and generate 
ideas about achieving sustainable urbanism in the subtropics.  Conference Chair 
Professor Helen Armstrong’s closing remarks noted: 
 
“if we are to face the challenges of today and the future, we need a 
framework that accommodates complexity and diversity.  Within such a 
conceptual mosaic, both cleverness and subtle incremental changes 
are necessary; not the tallest, not the biggest, nor the most 
spectacular!  Such excesses are easily achieved!” 
 
The Smart Cities’ report’s major recommendation is the call for cohesive coordinated 
planning through a clear structure diagram to enable better envisioning of long term 
consequences of major urban initiatives and interventions, rather than piecemeal and 
uncoordinated projects.  
 
An integrated structure is defined, and four linked super-precincts proposed.  But does 
it go far enough?  More needs to be done to show how the urban parts ‘in between’ 
and beyond are integrated into this structure – other parts of the city are only hinted at 
by arrowheads at this stage. 
 
A key question which this strategy could inform is how to quantify and qualify the scale 
and range of opportunity to be gained, or lost, by pursuing one course of development 
rather than another. 
 
 
Underscoring the role of urban design 
Not as clearly stated, but running through the report as a significant theme, is the key 
need to deploy urban design practice to respond to the complexity of urban contexts.    
 
Design thinking and spatial practice requires an understanding of the ways the flows of 
everyday life are mediated by urban spatial structure in order to avoid barriers to 
connectivity being put up by those very mechanisms which are meant to increase it!!  
 
The report cites examples on page 6: Melbourne Street Bus Station, and the Inner City 
Bypass which challenge linear connectivity and permeability to enable people to make 
walking or cycling their first choice. It also notes potential negative impacts the 
proposed Hale Street Bridge approaches through South Brisbane will have on 
connectivity.  Design solutions which result in permeable boundaries, flexible internal 
relationships, and multiple pathways are vital to the achievement of the vision of the 
Smart Cities document. 
 
Genuinely pedestrian-friendly, cycle-friendly moves – privileging people on foot over 
people driving fast-moving vehicles must be considered first, rather than last, which is 
often the case when relying on limiting engineered solutions.  
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Subtropical design thinking means taking into account the physical realities of 
walkability in heat and humidity, in the hilly city topography.  Instead of the prospect of 
trudging the streets in a lather, pedestrians can reasonably expect pleasant, safe,  
journeys if urban design is prioritised to take into account direct paths of travel (not 
long arduous detours around impenetrable concrete bunkers), and the path of the sun 
and its relationship to major movement patterns, so that shade design coincides with 
the most likely time of use of routes.  The most pleasant shade is provided by tree 
cover – trees need to be considered as essential urban infrastructure, accounted for in 
the earliest conceptual stage of design. 
 
Obviously this is not without some difficult challenges, but Brisbane already has the 
knowledge and creativity to advance low-energy strategies and low-water strategies 
for responding to growth.  The concurrence between concepts of sustainability and 
subtropicality was evident in many presentations at the Subtropical Cities 2006 
conference, including numerous examples of subtropical sustainable practice from 
subtropical sustainable urban villages through to innovative local and regional planning 
strategies, which showed that much has been achieved already.   
 
 
The transformation of Brisbane to smart city identity 
The report offers a plausible re-imagining of Brisbane as a “connected – knowledge” 
city.  If Brisbane were to embody each of these values, Brisbane of the near future 
would: 
 Be characterised by innovative water-smart and energy-frugal design of 
buildings and neighbourhoods, and  
 Have smart and efficient public transport based on need and suitable to 
Brisbane’s terrain and layout. 
 
In contrast to the character of Melbourne which “stems from its urbanity rather than its 
landscape, which is generally flat and, with the exception of Port Phillip Bay, 
unremarkable”1, Brisbane’s character is derived from the interaction of climate, 
landscape and lifestyle. 
 
Despite Brendan Gleeson’s assertion to “forget climate”, (Smart Cities page 5) with its 
mild climate and once moderate rainfall, Brisbane is currently incredibly well-placed 
amongst aspiring world cities to achieve low-energy, and low-water strategies in the 
urban environment.  Unlike cities in other parts of the world, we do not have extremes 
to battle (yet).   
 
On the contrary, Brisbane’s landscape and subtropical climate allow us to revel in an 
outdoor culture all year round.  Our regional identity is based on the lifestyle 
advantages provided by the location’s natural characteristics.  These conditions 
provide an unrivalled foundation in the endeavour to achieve environmental 
sustainability.  Successful ideas about the built environment are interconnected with 
                                                 
1 Dovey, K 2005 Fluid City: transforming Melbourne’s Urban Waterfront,  UNSW Press, Sydney 
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ideas about regional identity, and regional identity has a significant role in creating an 
ecologically sustainable urban environment.   
 
As one of the few cities of the developed world in a warm-humid subtropical location, 
Brisbane must surely be one of the best places to embrace ecological sustainability 
and to become an exemplar city that is less dependent on car use and fossil fuel, and 
that treats access to clean water with the reverence it deserves.  
 
 
  
  
Images by Olivia Martin-McGuire, Artist in Residence Centre for Subtropical Design 2004 
 
Confronting possible future scenarios for South East Queensland, were put to 
delegates by Dr Sohail Inayatullah’s Dinner speech at the Subtropical Cities 2006 
Conference Dinner (in an outdoor setting, under the stars, at South Bank). 
 
1. By 2026 the SEQ Regional Plan will have been successful, 
2. SEQ in 2026 will be ‘hot and paved’ because the Plan needed more teeth, 
3. SEQ will be ‘wired and miserable’ with the best IT but living in hermetic master 
planned communities, globalised but disconnected from the immediate region 
and under heavy surveillance. 
4. SEQ will be transformed by the communities’ capacity to innovate within 
agreed values about sustainability, spirituality, innovation and global 
governance where smart green technologies are exported to the world. 
 
The Centre supports the report’s recommendations to develop an integrated urban 
sustainability and for building the city’s image and identity on authentic connectivity 
and applied exportable knowledge strategy.   
 
Our recent conference and presentations confirmed that we can design and plan 
subtropical cities which provide a more responsible future instead of the new high-tech 
spectacle cities such as Dubai or Shanghai.   Rather than “hype and drama”, 
subtropical cities can achieve a more nuanced outcome that is embedded in 
responsive communities and local distinctiveness.  
 
 
Conclusion 
Inevitably, urban development that responds to ‘place’ by being designed with 
landscape, lifestyle and climate, rather than in conflict with these things, better 
underpins a vibrant society, a viable economy, and a healthy environment. 
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Technically there are not many days, on average, that move away from the 
comfortable range of temperature and humidity.  However, as Brisbane experiences 
the pressure of growth, the city’s generally pleasant macro-climatic characteristics are 
either ignored, or cancelled out by contemporary responses in the built environment.   
 
Status as a “knowledge city” can be gained for Brisbane through responding to growth 
by daring to imagine a preferred future for this region, rather than accepting as 
inevitable a future that only the wealthy can afford as fuel, energy and water become 
more and more expensive. 
 
Ecology and the environment might be seen by some as obstructive impediments to 
accommodating SEQ’s growing population - but if the current patterns of water 
consumption, and rates of non-renewable energy use in building operations, and 
transport across far-flung suburbs are allowed to continue without regard for these, 
despite the vision of the historic SEQ Regional Plan 2005 - 2026, the quality of life in 
our communities and the environment generally will be severely compromised in future 
decades. 
 
 
   
 
 
The Smart Cities report is a welcome step towards embracing the green agenda in 
Brisbane, and we look forward to actionable plans towards the coherent evolution of 
the Smart City. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
